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B y C. F . H. J E N K I N S , M.A., Government Entomologist

HE present human population of the earth is estimated at about 2J thousand
T
million, and reliable sources consider that this figure will be doubled by the year
2000. Although the pessimistic forecasts of Malthus have not yet come true, it is
obvious that the world's food requirements, must lead to increased exploitation of
land and other primary resources, with consequent repercussions on all forms of wild
life.
In a country like Australia, which is
only just emerging from the pioneering
era, wild life and timber are still often
regarded as expendable assets. But the
older countries of the world are painfully
aware of their earlier mistakes and are
making strenous, but only too often futile
efforts to retrieve the situation.
RECKLESS SLAUGHTER
It is not so many years ago, that the
African elephant was slaughtered by the
thousand, merely for its tusks, or that the
American bison was almost wiped from the
prairies by irresponsible hunters.
The history of sealing is perhaps the
blackest in the annals of animal exploitation, for only drastic action saved the fur
seal from complete extermination, and
some of the atrocities perpetrated by the
sealers must have been inspired by the
Spanish Inquisition. There are records of
the sealers skinning the pups alive so that
the writhing of the creatures would speed
up the operation.
Even the quaint penguins were coveted
for their oil, and at one sealing station
they were herded up specially-prepared
ramps and forced to jump into the
boiling-down pots. The islands in the Bass
Strait were Australia's first main sealing
grounds, and seal skins and oil were her
first worthwhile exports. Some idea of
the numbers of seals taken, can be gauged
from the fact that single ships took cargoes
of up to 100,000 skins, with the result that
as early as 1830 many of the best sealing
grounds had already been ruined.

VICTIMS OF FASHION
On a par with the sealers may be classed
the plume hunters, who not so many years
ago sacrificed birds of paradise, egrets,
lyrebirds and many other species on the

Fig. 1.—The wedge-tailed eagle. A magnificent bird
whose record as a lamb-killer has kept It on the
"not protected" list
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altar of fashion. In the early years of
this century, bird plumes supported a
flourishing trade; 180 lyrebird tails were
offered at one London market, and 50,000
tern wings, and 12,000 bird of paradise
skins at another. On one American lake
there were 30 camps of professional killers
and skinners, engaged solely in taking
grebes or dabchicks—the skins were collected in waggons every three weeks.
Hundreds of tons of ducks were also killed,
merely for the green wing feathers, the
bodies being thrown away.
It is not surprising that a violent reaction set in to this wholesale slaughter,

EXAGGERATED PROPAGANDA
Just how grossly the activities of such
foreign expeditions can be distorted, is
illustrated by the following extract from
a collective publication entitled "Save
Australia, A Plea for the Right Use of
Our Flora and Fauna," published in Melborne in 1925. The comments are by the
late W. Catton Grasby who wrote as
follows:—•
Western Australia, being a huge,
undeveloped territory with a unique
flora and fauna, furnished a happy
hunting ground for collectors, and has

Fig. 2.—The black swan is fully protected throughout the State

suffered considerably from the depredations of commercial vandals masquerading under the banner of Science.
Up to the time of the Great War the
State was visited by various pretentious German and other European
"Scientific Expeditions," which were
granted privileges to "collect" or in
other words endeavour to exterminate
the rarest of our animals in the name
of Science. Was there ever a greater

and in most civilised countries trading in
bird plumes is now completely banned.
The reaction was so violent in some instances however, as to lose all sense of
proportion, and even scientific collecting
came under severe censure. Indeed, at the
present time, some Australian States control the issue of collectors' permits so
strictly, that many overseas museums have
been forced to greatly restrict their work
on the Australian fauna.
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That wool was used by earliest civilised man is shown by records
in the Bible and in Greek mythology. "The Golden Fleece of Jason's
Quest" was, no doubt, symbolic of the value placed by the Greeks on
wool for the finest clothing.
When the Romans landed in Britain in 55 B.C. they found the
early Britons with flocks of sheep and a developed wool industry. The
Romans acquired and developed the arts of spinning and dyeing wool
and established a weaving factory at Winchester. It was from this
centre that "wool so fine it was comparable to a spider's web" was
sent to the Roman Emperors.
Woven fabrics of wool are of two main types—woollen and
worsted—and in each case the method of producing the yarn and
the type of wool used is of paramount importance.
AND, so it is in Elder's, where every man is carefully interwoven
into the Company to form an effective "pattern" and reliable "fabric"
to be of material benefit and to provide the utmost service to all
clients . . .
Because of this you can
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mockery?
It must be admitted, in
fairness, that they added considerably to our knowledge, while doing
their best to leave nothing behind to
enable future investigators to check
their statements and conclusions.
The German expedition referred to was
the Hamburg expedition of 1905, and while
its collecting activities had no detrimental
effects whatever on any of the native
fauna, its published reports contain some
of the most important scientific information available even today, on many of our
local creatures.
PROTECTIVE LEGISLATION
One of the direct results of this period
of wild life exploitation was the widespread revision of game laws, and the
drafting of both national and international
legislation to conserve wild life. In the
international field, we have conventions
governing the taking of seals and whales,
as well as the anti-pollution regulations
covering the discharge of waste oil and its
hazard to sea birds.
International agreements are always
subject to various stresses and strains
however, and the Antarctic and Australian
whaling industries may yet be jeopardised
on this account. As far as our native land
animals are concerned, most of them are
totally protected by law. In Western Australia for instance, indigenous fauna, including mammals, birds, lizards and even
snakes are protected, an exception being
made of various pest species.

BAN ON EXPORTS
A recent step welcomed by all nature
conservationists was the decision of the
Commonwealth Government to prohibit
the export of native fauna for commercial
purposes. This will undoubtedly reduce
the pressure on many rare species, but will
leave a number of anomalies. For instance, many people will find it difficult
to understand why kangaroos and emus
may be slaughtered in thousands for a
bonus, while they may not be sold alive
overseas. But even these pests should
be subject to constant review and not be
dealt with by rule of thumb methods. A
bonus on emus in the eastern wheatbelt
may be very necessary, but similar action
in all parts of the South-West would be

quite unreasonable, and this has, in fact,
been recognised, following various protests at the original State-wide vermin
declaration.

CHILORIN'S PYTHON
fLiasis childreni)
Pig. 3.—Tills small python subsists largely on mice and
is one of the protected snakes

One thing to be learnt from overseas
experience is that high animal populations
do not necessarily mean long-term security
for the species.
In 1801, an eye-witness referring to the
migration of the American bison wrote as
follows:—
The ground was covered at every
point of the compass, as far as the
eye could reach, and every animal
was in motion.
Yet a hundred years later, the bison
survived only as a small herd in a national
park. The fate of the passenger pigeon
was ever more tragic. In 1869 a single town
in Michigan marketed 15^ million birds,
in two months, while another city sold
nearly 12 million in 40 days, but by the
turn of the century, the species had
vanished from the earth like the great auk
and the dodo.
THE LOCAL OUTLOOK
Now what is the present position in
Western Australia? A great deal of our
local fauna and flora is protected by law,
but unfortunately, this type of protection
is insufficient in itself to preserve rare
forms of life. As we have seen, there is
325
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a strong tendency in any young country
to clear large areas as quickly as possible,
and to presume that the wild life is quite
capable of looking after itself. The fallacy
of such a procedure is already obvious, for
animals like the dalgite, the numbat and
the quokka have disappeared from many
districts and birds like the wild turkey
and the mallee fowl are all too rare.
It is, of course, not so much the persecution of individual species which causes the
decline in numbers, as the destruction of
the habitat or natural surroundings. Such
destruction is part and parcel of most
agricultural development, and has taken
place in all the older countries of the
world. Therefore, we should profit by the
experience of others, and not persist in
learning the hard way.
OVERSEAS EFFORTS
Countries like Great Britain, America
and Africa have been greatly concerned
at the depletion of their wild life, and
have made strenuous efforts to stem the
tide.
Perhaps the most progressive step, was
the creation of the Nature Conservancy
in Great Britain in March 1949.
The
necessity for some such authority, to
counter the despoiling effects of modern
industry and agriculture, will be very apparent from the fact that the British coal
mines alone, in disposing of 40 million
tons of waste, obliterate some 1,000 acres
of land every year. Legislation empowers
the Nature Conservancy to purchase, or
compulsorily acquire land, for nature re-

serves, and to prevent action on other land
likely to be detrimental to wild life. Even
in a small area like the British Isles,
hundreds of thousands of acres, have been
set aside as nature sanctuaries—the
various reserves differing in size from the
40,000-acre Cairngorm Mountains, to the
22-acre islet of Grassholm, with its seabird rookeries.
A unique, and widely publicised British
reserve, is that run by the Wildfowl Trust
at Slimbridge on the River Severn. With
an annual income, from donations and fees
of £40,000 this reserve has accommodated
149 different species of ducks, geese and
swans, and is visited each winter by a
number of European bird migrants. More
than 100,000 people, including Her Majesty
the Queen, have visited Slimbridge in a
season, but observation posts are so situated that the wildfowl are quite undisturbed.
The largest nature reserves so far constituted, are in America and Africa, and
perhaps the best known is the Kruger
National Park of over 7,300 square miles.
The Aleutian Islands National Wild Life
Refuge is somewhat smaller, but this
covers 4,250 square miles, and is larger
than the island of Cyprus.
Extensive areas in Western Australia
have been gazetted from time to time as
national parks and flora and fauna reserves, but their usefulness has been mitigated by lack of supervision, public apathy,
and widespread ignorance of the principles involved.
For instance, in the
metropolitan area, river foreshores, and
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suburban lakes are bird sanctuaries, where
shooting is prohibited, but such restrictions have no effect on dredges and bulldozers, and these, can do more permanent
damage to a bird population in one day,
than a whole season's shooting.
Many of the overseas reserves, are carefully controlled by rangers, and access by
the public may be restricted or even totally
prohibited. For instance, 55 square miles,
known as the Sespe Wildlife Preserve in
California, has been set aside in an effort
to save the largest of all flying birds, the

It is worth remembering however, that
over the past 20 years, 12 million acres of
land have been developed for agriculture
in this State, and that the rate of development shows no sign of slackening. This
may augur well for our economic future,
but it could spell disaster for our wild life
and make a mockery of our claim to many
scenic features and tourist attractions.
There is nothing attractive or scenic
about treeless rivers, shadeless roads and
cleared paddocks. Obviously the march of
progress can't be stopped, but its impact
can be cushioned by appropriate action.
The destruction of trees along watercourses and roadsides should be reduced
to a minimum and suitable tracts of land
should be preserved as nature reserves in
various parts of the State. These areas
must be really extensive, to serve any useful purpose, and their establishment must
be based on a co-ordinated long-term
policy, and not on the whims of some interested pressure group or rate-hungry
local authority.
A stirring of the public conscience along
these lines is already evident in the activities of such organisations as the Tree
Society, The National Trust, The Royal
Society, The Naturalists' Club and the
Gould League of Bird Lovers. We have
helpful legislation and some very fine
parks and sanctuaries. Many more are
needed however, to ensure that future
tourists will actually see the things of
which we now boast and not be forced to
read about them in history books.

Fig. 5.—The Australian bustard or "wild turkey" Is fully
protected throughout the State

condor. Even oil drillers and bird watchers
are excluded from the area which is said
to hold the last 60 condors existing in
North America.
THE TOURIST ANGLE
It is quite fashionable at the present
time to talk about the tourist potential
of Western Australia, and to emphasise
the various scenic attractions and our
unique flora and fauna.
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